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I am writing to share my concerns about the ability of rural schools and libraries like those in my district 
to access federal E-Rate program funds in a manner equitable to their urban counterparts. 

The E-Rate program was created to connect schools and libraries to the Internet and other 
telecommunications services. Such access is undeniably crucial to helping students access the tools they 
need to learn and succeed in the 21st century. This worthy effort to bridge the digital divide between 
urban and rural America needs updating to close this still significant gap as soon as possible. 

The Universal Service Fund, which funds the E-Rate program, was established in part because 
"consumers in all regions of the Nation, including low-income consumers and those in rural, insular, and 
high cost areas, should have access to telecommunications and information services . . . that are 
reasonably comparable to those services provided in urban areas." Unfortunately, that promise remains 
unfulfilled in rural America since more than 14 million people in these areas do not have access to any 
Internet service. 

I appreciate the Federal Communication Commission's (FCC) recognition that the 18-year-old E-Rate 
program needs to be reformed. However, I am concerned the Modernization Order the FCC adopted on 
July 11 will require the agency to scale-back efforts to provide broadband Internet connectivity in rural 
areas like those I represent or increase fees on phone bills to make up potential funding shortfalls 
resulting from new spending necessary to carry out the plan. I also am troubled that the FCC is 
proposing to increase E-Rate spending without determining the existing needs of schools and libraries, 
creating the potential to siphon program funds for unneeded capacity. 
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I am convinced that fundamental structural reforms-such as simplifying the application process, 
providing more certainty to schools, and resolving inequities in the distribution of funding-are needed 
to ensure that E-Rate program funds are distributed fairly based on need so that all students, no matter 
their geographic location, have the same opportunities to succeed. As the FCC continues to evaluate the 
E-Rate program, I urge you to ensure that funding is distributed in a manner that is fair in both urban 
and rural areas so everyone has access to the information superhighway. 

Thank you for your attention to this matter. 

~ 
Luke Messer 
Member of Congre5s 
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Thank you for sharing your concerns about modernizing the E-rate program. As you are 
aware, I am committed to ensuring that the E-rate program evolves to provide support for high
speed broadband both to and within schools and libraries. Schools need this broadband to take 
advantage of digital learning technologies, and libraries need to provide their patrons with high
speed access to lhe Internet. 

lo your letter, you express concerns about the ability of rural schools and libraries to 
access E-rate funding in a manner equitable to their urban counterparts, and express concerns 
that funding allocations for Wi-Fi may adversely impact basic Internet connectivity in rural 
areas. Your views are very important, and will be included in the record oftbe proceeding and 
considered as part of the Commission's review. 

l completely agree that E-rate funding should be distributed in a manner that is fair in 
both urban and rural areas so everyone has access to the infoonation superhighway. The £-rate 
Modernization Order adopted by the Commission on Ju ly 11, 2014, takes s ignificant steps to 
address the Wi-Fi gap in America' s schools and libraries, setting an annual funding target of$ I 
billion for Wi-Fi, and establishing a fairer method for distributing funds so that all schools and 
libraries can. benefit, inc luding far more rural schools than in the past. This is an important step, 
given that 40 percent of classrooms are not currently Wi-Fi-enabled, and nearly two-thirds of 
schools indicate that they do not have sufficient Wi-Fi capacity to meet their d igital learning 
needs. TI1e Order funds th is support for Wi-Fi through the combination of funds already 
available for this purpose and by utilizing saving associated with transitioning support from non
broadband services to broadband. With respect to your concern that funding for Internet 
connectivity may have to be scaled back to make up for potential funding shortfalls, the Order 
ensures that adequate funding wi ll be available for broadband connectivity to schools and 
libraries before funding is made availab le for Wi-Fi. 

Prior to the Ju ly Order, E-rate was able to support Wi-Fi funding requests for less than 
five percent of schools and one percent of libraries. Over the next two years, the Commission's 
July Order will help up to 20 mi ll ion students and thousands of libraries gain access to Wi-fi, all 
while increasing Wi-Fi support avai lable to both rural and urban areas and not compromising 
funding for Internet connectivity. 
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Moreover, to make E-rate dollars go even further, the Order adopts transparency 
measures to provide applicants with the pricing and connectivity data needed to make smart 
purchasing decisions, encourages consortia purchasing to drive down prices, and ensures that 
applicants are selecting from the best possible bids lhrough lhe lowest corresponding price rule. 
The Order also makes several changes to help make the E-rate processes faster, simpler, and 
more efficient for all stakeholders. It streamlines the application process by simplifying review 
of multi-year contracts, expediting small dollar, cost-effective applications, speeding review of 
all app lications, requiring electronic ftting, and enabling direct connections between schools and 
libraries. 

E-rate modernization is one of the most important issues before the Commission today 
and the Order is a common sense, responsible step toward meeting that goal. We have an 
opportunity to make a re~!, posit ive difference in the lives of rn Wions of students. I look forward 
to working with you toward our mutllal goal of increased access to high-speed broadband in our 
nation's schools and libraries. 

Thank you again for your interest in this in1portant mat1er. Please do not hesitate to 
contact me if you have any further concerns. 

Sincerely, 

Tom Wheeler 


